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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The COVID-19 pandemic and the public health restrictions effected all aspects of daily life in 

2020. This included the experience of older people at risk of, or experiencing, elder abuse.  

Seniors Rights Victoria provides a helpline and an advice service to prevent and respond to 

elder abuse. We analysed data from these services to better understand how the lockdown 

restrictions in Victoria affected the clients – and potential clients – of our service. We also 

provide a discussion of how the pandemic exacerbated some of the risk factors of elder 

abuse, and what the ongoing consequences of this might be. 

CALLS TO THE HELPLINE 

There were marginally fewer calls to the helpline in 2020 compared to 2019. This was 

mainly due to a decrease in calls during the periods of lockdown. As soon as restrictions 

were lifted, the calls increased – beyond 2019 levels. 

As emergency department, police and ambulance data suggest, elder abuse increased 

during the lockdown periods. Therefore, a decrease in calls to the SRV helpline suggests the 

lockdowns meant fewer family, friends and professionals were witnessing potentially 

abusive behaviours and calling SRV for advice and information. It may also mean that fewer 

older people were seeking help, possibly because the perpetrator was present. 

Compared to 2019, in 2020 there was an increase in calls about:  

↑32% psychological abuse (from 567 to 748 calls)  

↑40% physical abuse (from 131 to 184)  

↑21% social abuse (from 141 to 170)  

Compared to 2019, in 2020 there was a decrease in calls about: 

↓32%  financial abuse (from 1030 to 703) 

↓49% Guardianship and administration (from 514 to 263) 

ADVICE CALL SERVICE 

It appears that the COVID-19 pandemic, and particularly the lockdowns, acted as a 

hindrance to older people accessing the Seniors Rights Victoria advice service. There was a 

19.7% decrease in calls from 2019 levels. Clients reconnected with the service as soon as 

lockdowns were finished. 
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GEOGRAPHICAL LOCATION 

The decrease in advice calls was mainly due to fewer metropolitan callers, likely due to the 

lockdowns. Calls for regional callers was one category that increased in 2020, indicating 

regional callers were more likely to call than in previous years. 

CULTURALLY AND LINGUISTICALLY DIVERSE COMMUNITIES 

There was a 30.2% decrease in calls from clients born overseas, and those who required an 

interpreter (38.2% decrease). This is particularly concerning as CALD clients may already be 

less engaged with services such as SRV. 

LIVING ARRANGEMENTS 

• The lockdowns may have intensified family conflict that was linked to people’s living 

arrangements. Older people living alone were less likely to be a client of the service 

in the second half of 2020 than the same period in 2019. 

• Older people living with a son or daughter were more likely to be a client of the 

service in the second half of 2020 than in the same period in 2019. 

• Overall, 2020 saw a higher proportion of clients experiencing abuse from a 

perpetrator who lived with them than in the previous year. 

• In 2020, an adult child returning home was more likely to be a catalyst for abuse 

than in 2019. 

DISABILITY INDICATOR 

A higher number of clients reported a disability in 2020 than in 2019. The most common 

disability reported in both years was a physical one, with 28% of clients in 2019, and 40% of 

clients in 2020.  

RELATIONSHIP OF PERPETRATOR 

• In both years, adult children were the most common perpetrators of abuse against 

their ageing parents. 

• In 2019, sons, daughters, and sons- and daughters-in-law, were responsible for 

66.2% of elder abuse discussed in advice calls. In 2020, this increased to 72.5%, 

despite the overall number of incidents being lower. 

• There was a disproportionate decrease in the number of clients seeking help for 

intimate partner violence in 2020 compared to 2019. 

PERPETRATOR  

• The proportion of female perpetrators increased in 2020 to 48.7%. It was 46.1% in 

2019. 

• There was a significant increase in the proportion of perpetrators who were 

experiencing financial difficulties. 

• There was only a very slight increase in the proportion of perpetrators experiencing 

drug, alcohol, and gambling problems.  
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• There was a small increase in the proportion of perpetrators experiencing mental 

health concerns, most significantly in the last 3 months of the year. 

CLIENT RISK FACTORS 

• A lack of information about their rights was a risk factor that was experienced by an 

increased number of clients in 2020.  

• The proportion of clients experiencing isolation as a risk factor decreased in 2020. 

TYPES OF ABUSE 

While there were fewer clients reporting abuse in 2020 compared to 2019, there was an 

increase in the proportion of clients reporting financial, psychological, and social abuse, and 

a decrease in physical abuse. 

ELDER ABUSE IN VICTORIA 
This report considers how the context and risk factors of elder abuse were affected by the 

2020 COVID-19 pandemic and the associated public health response and lockdown in 

Victoria. It is primarily supported by data relating to the Seniors Rights Victoria helpline and 

advice service. 

The background information for this report was provided by Mellisone Binte Azman, Anh 

Tung Nguyen and Ashley Blanch of Melbourne Law School Clinics.  

DEFINITION OF ELDER ABUSE 

Elder abuse is any form of violence or mistreatment that causes harm to an older person, 

and occurs within a relationship of trust. Elder abuse can include acts of psychological, 

financial, physical, social, and sexual abuse, as well as neglect. Some older people may 

describe this type of behaviour as disrespect or mistreatment, rather than abuse or 

violence. Elder abuse can happen in many contexts, including the home and residential aged 

care. 

As elder abuse most often occurs within the family or a domestic setting, it is recognised as 

a form of family violence under the Family Violence Protection Act 2008 (Vic).  

Importantly, elder abuse is often intergenerational and perpetrated by an adult child against 

their parent. Of the older people who contact Seniors Rights Victoria because they are 

experiencing abuse, over 90% are being abused by a family member. Two-thirds of these 

family member perpetrators are sons or daughters of the older person.1  

Some examples of elder abuse include:  

• aggressive, threatening, and coercive behaviour  
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• forcing an older person to hand over money or an asset, or misusing their funds  

• physical assault  

• preventing contact with family and friends  

• limiting a person’s choices or placing pressure on them regarding decisions they 
make  

• neglecting to provide a person with appropriate health or personal care  

• inheritance impatience – the misplaced sense of entitlement to an older person’s 
assets or resources.  

 
Elder abuse does not include disputes over consumer rights or criminal acts by strangers. 

Elder abuse is of increasing concern in Australia considering our ageing population. In 2017, 

15% of Australians (3.8 million) were aged 65 and over, as compared to 7% in 1941.2 This 

proportion is projected to grow steadily over the coming decades to reach 21-23% by 2050.3 

COVID-19 PANDEMIC  

COVID-19 or coronavirus is a highly contagious disease caused by the severe acute 

respiratory syndrome (SARS-CoV-2). Australia declared COVID-19 a pandemic on 27 

February 2020, 13 days before the World Health Organization (‘WHO’), and 22 days before 

Australia closed its international borders. The global pandemic has continued into 2021, 

with over 3.5 million deaths attributed to it. 

In order to contain the pandemic in 2020, the Victorian Government introduced a range of 

Stay at Home directions, the most severe of which were described as a state of lockdown. 

These lockdowns were intended to protect the community spread of COVID-19, particularly 

to those people who were more likely to become ill or die from infection.  

Lockdown 1 (Mid-March to mid-May): A state of emergency was declared in Victoria on 

March 16, 2020, with the state remaining in lockdown throughout April and until mid-May 

when restrictions were eased.  

Lockdown 2 (July to mid-October): Victoria entered a second lockdown in July with ten 

metropolitan suburbs locked down on 1 July, the rest of Melbourne following on 7 July and 

widespread mask wearing required 2 August onwards. The restrictions were eased towards 

the end of October. 

Restrictions during the lockdowns included: 

• Limiting the number of permissible reasons for leaving the home 



SENIORS RIGHTS VICTORIA | 6  
 

 

• Setting travel restrictions that prevented movement across regions of Victoria (such 

as between regional and metropolitan areas, between post codes and according to 

distance from the home) 

• Overnight curfews 

• Instruction to work from home unless you had an exemption permit 

• Closure of schools, childcare, retail, and hospitality outlets 

• Limits on gatherings in private and public spaces. 

Home is not always a safe place for older people experiencing, or at risk of, elder abuse. 

Unintended consequences of requiring people to stay at home included a well-documented 

increase in family violence.4 The ways the restrictions impacted risk factors of elder abuse as 

a form of family violence are discussed later in this report. 

A HUMAN RIGHTS-BASED RESPONSE 

The rights of older persons to be free from abuse, neglect, and exploitation, are generally 

protected by international human rights laws such as the International Covenant on Civil 

and Political Rights, and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

— both of which have been ratified by Australia — as well as under article 25(1) of the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1947. COVID-19 has highlighted the need to ensure 

that older persons living in the community are afforded the same rights and freedoms as 

others. 

Ageism, and the way people are treated differently as they age, is a driver of elder abuse. 

Negative attitudes associated with ageing mean that it can be seen as a time of decline, loss, 

and vulnerability. Ageism results in older people being marginalised and afforded less power 

and social status. Adult children can feel a sense of entitlement to their parents’ finances. 

When older people are regarded as less valuable, unable to make decisions for themselves 

and a burden on resources it can result in social and cultural norms where elder abuse is 

tolerated. 

That COVID-19 is more devastating for older people, resulting in higher levels of mortality, 

meant that from the beginning of the pandemic older people were seen as a particularly 

vulnerable group. Older people were encouraged to take precautions earlier and of a more 

restrictive nature than younger cohorts, and younger generations were encouraged to limit 

the spread for the sake of older people’s health, rather than their own. While well-meaning, 

this focus on older people as vulnerable may have increased the acceptability of ageism in 

the community, creating a context where elder abuse is more likely to be tolerated. 

SENIORS RIGHTS VICTORIA SERVICE 
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Seniors Rights Victoria (SRV) works to prevent elder abuse and safeguard the rights, dignity, 

and independence of older people. SRV operates under the principles of empowerment of 

older people, working with individuals to increase their degree of self-determination, 

enabling them to represent their own interests and claim their rights.  

SRV is a community legal centre operating a helpline and a lawyer–social worker advice and 

casework model to support older people who have experienced elder abuse. SRV provides 

information, advice, education and support to older Victorians, their friends and family 

members, and service providers, through: 

• helpline service including information and referral 

• specialist legal services 

• social work advocacy, including short-term individual support 

• community and professional education. 

SRV also has a role in policy and advocacy, capacity building, and working collaboratively 

with relevant sectors to better identify, address and prevent elder abuse. 

Operating since 2008, SRV is funded by the Community Legal Service Program through 

Victoria Legal Aid and the Victorian Department of Families, Fairness and Housing 

(previously the Department of Health and Human Services). It is a program of the Council of 

the Ageing Victoria (COTA Vic) and governed by its board. 

SRV Helpline 
Seniors Rights Victoria runs an elder abuse helpline, which offers advice, information, and 

referrals to: 

• Older people experiencing, or at risk of, elder abuse 

• Family, friends, and others who are concerned about an older person’s risk of abuse 

• Professionals working with people experiencing, or at risk of, elder abuse. 

The helpline is open on weekdays and is staffed by an advocate who can give information 

and referrals, and can link the caller to other SRV staff for secondary consultations. When 

necessary, older people are invited to participate in an advice call via the Seniors Rights 

Victoria Advice Service. 

SRV Advice Service 
When an older person who is experiencing, or at risk of, elder abuse calls the Seniors Rights 

Victoria helpline they can be referred to the advice call service for personalised legal advice 

and advocacy support.  
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The helpline advocate will collect information about the client and their situation, then 

schedule an advice call with a lawyer and advocate. During this call, details about the older 

person, the perpetrator and the abuse are confirmed, and the necessary assistance and 

advice provided.  

For approximately 75% of clients, this will complete their engagement with SRV but for 

those requiring further assistance, a case will be opened, and the lawyer and advocate will 

provide ongoing advice and support. 

RISK FACTORS AND POTENTIAL IMPACTS OF THE COVID-

19 PANDEMIC 

There are a number of risk factors that can increase the likelihood of someone experiencing 

abuse, or reinforcing factors that affect the experience or impact of that abuse. Some of 

these factors relate to all types of abuse, while others may be more specific (for example, 

only being a risk factor for financial abuse). Some factors relate to the older person, and 

some relate to the perpetrator of the abuse. 

Reinforcing factors that may affect an older person and increase the risk of elder abuse 

include: 

• social isolation and a lack of support 

• poor physical or mental health 

• cognitive impairment, including dementia 

• disability or reliance on others for support with daily living 

• family conflict 

• trauma or past abuse. 

Reinforcing factors that may affect a person choosing to perpetrate elder abuse include: 

• lack of social support 

• poor mental health 

• dependence on the older person for emotional support, financial help, housing, and 

other assistance 

• substance abuse 

• caregiver feeling stressed and unsupported.5 

It was anticipated that the Stay at Home directions that resulted in lockdowns would affect 

these reinforcing factors, exacerbating or creating situations where older people were at 

increased risk of abuse.  This expectation was backed by evidence that supports the many 

ways pandemics are linked to violence against women and children. Less research has been 

done on the effect of pandemics on violence against older people (as a cohort, or in terms 
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of victims of intergenerational family violence or elder abuse). However, the similarities in 

risk factors across the different forms of family violence means a strong likelihood of the 

applicability of evidence regarding violence against women and children. 

Some pathways of linkage between pandemics and violence against women and children 

include effects of (on): 

• economic insecurity and poverty-related stress 

• quarantines and social isolation 

• disaster and conflict-related unrest and instability 

• exposure to exploitative relationships due to changing demographics 

• reduced health service availability and access to first responders 

• inability to escape abusive partners/family members 

• virus-specific sources of violence.6 

Social isolation 
The risk of all kinds of elder abuse increases when someone is socially isolated. As friends, 

contemporaries and family members age and pass away, a person’s social circle can grow 

smaller, or the opportunities for catch-ups and social events can be fewer, making a person 

more isolated. This can be compounded for people who are experiencing any form of 

marginalisation: those who don’t speak English, those with few financial resources, people 

from LGBTI communities, among others. 

The pandemic restrictions increased the isolation of older people in Def ways. People were 

not allowed to move freely about the community, or go to any of the places they might have 

previously sought a break from abusive behaviours at home. In July 2020, a survey noted 

that, of all adult age groups, Australians over 70 had the least contact with family on a 

weekly basis, since the start of the pandemic.7  

For many people, staying at home was made more bearable by access to the online world: 

people continued to participate in their communities, and to work and socialise in an online 

environment. But this was only possible for those with the digital literacy skills and the 

available technology – for many older people, taking their lives online wasn’t an option. 

Despite this, governments and health authorities relied heavily on online communications 

throughout the pandemic, increasing older people’s reliance on others to pass on necessary 

information. 

Services that had previously been provided face-to-face such as doctor appointments or 

shopping deliveries were increasingly provided online or moved to ‘contactless delivery’, 

removing any aspects of social interaction. This means fewer opportunities for a 
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professional or outsider to recognise signs that might indicate elder abuse, and to be able 

reach out to the older person. 

A survey used to determine the need for assistance in the community noted that 

respondents “living with illness or disability indicated that in the face of COVID restrictions 

some were struggling to have their needs met…supports such as home help, respite care 

and therapy could not easily be substituted with telehealth.”8  

Disability, illness, and reliance on others 
Social isolation can be even more likely if a person has age-related health conditions that 

make it more difficult to communicate or move about their community. Any form of 

disability or illness that leads to a reliance on others for care can increase the risk of elder 

abuse. During the pandemic there was concern that people were not attending their usual 

health appointments or emergency departments, leaving symptoms and illness unchecked, 

potentially having long-term effects on their health.9 

As a person ages they can become more reliant on friends, family, or services for support 

with daily living tasks – shopping, cleaning, personal care, attending appointments. If these 

supports are not provided, or the person providing them is the perpetrator of the abuse, a 

person can become extremely isolated. This also means that there are fewer people around 

to recognise any abusive behaviours and support the older person to find help. 

This difficulty in accessing necessary goods and services has been echoed in multiple 

jurisdictions around the world.10 The absence of a support network, or even some form of 

formal support service, increases vulnerability to neglect, by isolating an older person from 

those who are more likely to notice and report concerns.11 Some have also noted that carers 

of older persons have greater difficulty in accessing the services which alleviate the 

pressures that come with caring.12 This in turn can also increase the risk of abusive 

behaviours. 

Poor mental health can make older persons more vulnerable to abuse and exploitation,13 

especially if the isolating effect of COVID-19 restrictions exacerbated existing mental 

conditions.14 The context of the pandemic resulted in increased anxieties for much of the 

population, which can lead to feelings of stress and result in poor decision-making. In turn, 

this might make a person more reliant on others for care, and more vulnerable to abuse. 

Substance abuse and mental health concerns of 
perpetrator 
While neither substance abuse or mental ill health cause a person to act in an abusive 

manner, they can exacerbate or influence the situation. These factors might influence the 
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perpetrator’s ability to live independently, leaving them reliant on the older person for care, 

finances, and accommodation. These dependencies can increase family conflict and 

tensions, which can lead to abuse. 

The lockdowns put additional strains on many people’s mental health and wellbeing and 

there was an increased use of mental health services during the pandemic.15 Individuals 

with a history of alcohol and substance abuse were at increased risk of relapsing or 

increasing consumption during lockdown, particularly if their substance use was linked to a 

mental illness, such as anxiety and depression.16 Substance abuse can also result in a 

stressful financial situation, as maintaining an addiction often requires poor fiscal decision-

making.17 Where people experiencing substance abuse, gambling, or mental illness are 

caregivers, family members or co-habitants of or with older people, there is an increased 

risk of financial abuse to the older person.18  

There was decreased availability of in-person support groups and treatment for these issues 

during the lockdowns. Coupled with the limitations on social interaction and exercise 

(during stage 4 lockdowns exercise was limited to only one hour a day, and gyms and 

exercise classes were closed), the lockdowns removed many coping strategies and may have 

exacerbated harmful behaviours.  

Concerns have been raised during the pandemic that people with substance abuse issues 

who were confined to their home may have placed other family members at risk of abusive 

behaviours. This seems likely as a significant number of SRV clients regularly report feeling 

that the perpetrator’s alcohol or drug problem exacerbates the abuse.  In addition to having 

the perpetrator spending more time at home while under the influence, older people would 

not have been able to leave the house for a break from the perpetrator’s behaviour as 

readily. 

Economic insecurity and financial difficulties 
Economic insecurity and financial difficulties are risk factors for financial abuse against older 

people. From inheritance impatience and pressure placed by adult children on ageing 

parents for financial assistance to fraud and stealing, there are a range of ways that family 

members can perpetrate financial elder abuse.  

Older people, their family members and their caregivers are all likely to be impacted 

economically by COVID-19 on an ongoing basis. For example, a combination of job losses, 

decreases in hours of work offered, the rolling back of financial support from government 

agencies and the increasing casualisation of the workforce are highly likely to detrimentally 

impact older workers, carers of older people, and family members of older people with 

insecure work.19 Many of these trends may continue or worsen in 2021 as businesses 
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remain insecure about offering long-term employment in the face of snap lockdowns, or 

businesses reliant on international workers and students struggle as borders remain closed.  

Unemployment rose during the pandemic, creating immediate and long-term financial and 

housing pressures for many. It is understood that a large number of adult children moved 

back into the homes of their parents during the outbreak,20 with co-habitation a risk factor 

for elder abuse. 

As many older adults have accumulated savings and receive stable monthly incomes or 

pensions. COVID-19 increases the risk of financial abuse where family members who might 

now be unemployed and struggling financially will be tempted to inappropriately access and 

use the funds of older family members.21 While the Federal Government temporarily 

increased Jobseeker (payments for people currently unemployed) during 2020, the ongoing 

increase of $25 a week is negligible, and many more people are reliant on Newstart in 2021 

than they were before the pandemic. 

CONCLUSION 

The COVID-19 pandemic and the associated public health measures upended the lives of 

Victorians in 2020. While it is impossible to know exactly how this influenced older people’s 

experiences of elder abuse, substantial estimations can be drawn from what we know about 

risk factors of abuse, and how these risk factors were exacerbated by the pandemic. The 

discussion above gives some context for reading the remainder of this report, which 

analyses data collected from Helpline and Advice calls in 2020. 
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SRV HELPLINE 

SUMMARY 

 
 
 
WHAT WERE PEOPLE CALLING ABOUT? 

In 2020 there was an increase in calls about:  

↑40% physical abuse (from 131 to 184)  

↑32% psychological abuse (from 567 to 748 calls)  

↑21% social abuse (from 141 to 170)  

In 2020 there was a decrease in calls about: 

↓49% Guardianship and administration (from 514 to 263) 

↓32%  financial abuse (from 1030 to 703) 

HOW DID PEOPLE HEAR ABOUT THE SRV HELPLINE? 

In 2020 there was an increase in the following ways people heard about SRV: 

↑25% SRV website (from 306 to 382) 

↑24% Previous contact with SRV (from 496 to 617) 

↑14% SRV or government printed materials (from 217 to 248) 

Calls to the SRV Helpline 2020

Friend/family calling about an older person (1368)

Older person (1383)

Professional/Organisation (615)

Other or unknown (17)

3383 

calls 
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And a decrease in the following ways: 

↓41% Community education (from 37 to 22) 

↓25% Word of mouth (from 373 to 279) 

↓22% External referral (from 1077 to 838) 

↓18% Internet (from 353 to 288) 

BACKGROUND 

Seniors Rights Victoria runs an elder abuse helpline, which offers advice, information, and 

referrals to: 

• Older people experiencing, or at risk of, elder abuse 

• Family, friends, and others who are concerned about an older person’s risk of abuse 

• Professionals working with people experiencing, or at risk of, elder abuse. 

The helpline is open on weekdays and is staffed by an advocate who can give information 

and referrals, and can link the caller to other SRV staff for secondary consultations. When 

necessary, older people are invited to participate in an advice call via the Seniors Rights 

Victoria Advice Service. 

HELPLINE CALLS SPECIFIC TO COVID-19 

From 1 April 2020, SRV helpline staff made a note whenever someone called the helpline 

about a situation directly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. This included whether the 

pandemic and associated responses had affected the older person, the perpetrator or both. 

There were 138 calls of this nature during 2020, mainly from older people, or family 

members concerned about an older person. These did not include calls from older people 

that became advice calls (discussed on page 30). 
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In 2020 some of the things people called about related to COVID-19 included: 

• Family members who have returned to live with ageing parents because they have 

no income or job. 

• Family members who have returned to live with ageing parents as they’ve been 

forced to return from overseas, and now say they cannot move out because there is 

no affordable housing and/or they have no income. 

• Family members who have returned to live at home and refuse to do any household 

tasks or contribute to household costs. 

• The challenges of supporting family members with mental health issues exacerbated 

by anxiety about the pandemic. This includes finding it difficult to cope because 

unable to leave the house for time alone during Melbourne’s lockdown periods. 

• Being forced into hostel care at the start of the pandemic as unable to get home 

care, and now VCAT-appointed guardians will not let her return home. 

• An older woman who called wanting to discuss her options for leaving an abusive 

relationship during lockdown and was worried about whether she would be breaking 

police rules. 

• Multiple people who called feeling very isolated and lonely because they couldn’t go 

to their usual activities.  

• An older person who moved in with family members to be better supported during 

the lockdowns, and was now facing difficulties from the family about moving out. 

• An elderly couple who worried that their adult son was not following any of the 

lockdown public health rules and they were anxious about contracting COVID-19 

from him. 

• An older woman whose boarder was no longer working and now at home drinking 

heavily and being abusive towards her. 

• Adult children and partners who have returned home and use drugs, abuse the older 

person, and demand money. 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

Older Person

Family

Professional / Organisation

Friends and Concerned Other

Calls specifically related to COVID-19
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• Multiple people calling because the abusive family member they were living with 

was using the pandemic and the older person’s vulnerability to COVID-19 as an 

excuse to restrict who could contact or visit them.  

• Restrictions to visiting parents and partners residing in aged care. 

• Older couples experiencing increased conflict without being able to spend time 

apart. 

COMPARISON OF 2019 AND 2020 HELPLINE CALLS 

All discussion below is based on a month-by-month comparison of 2020 calls and service 

delivery with the same measures in 2019.  

As the following graphs make clear, there was a decrease in calls during the periods of 

lockdown (mid-March to mid-May and July through October), with an increase directly 

following these periods. This is concerning as it suggests that people were not contacting 

the helpline during the lockdown periods but only when restrictions had eased.  

Callers to the helpline 

 

There were slightly fewer calls to the SRV helpline in 2020 (3,383 calls) than in 2019 (3,546 

calls). Overall, there was a decrease of 4.6%. The decrease was most prominent in Lockdown 

1. In June and July (when Melbourne was between lockdowns) and in October (after 

Lockdown 2) calls were higher than the same period in the previous year.  
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Overall, there were slightly fewer calls by older people to the SRV helpline (1383 calls in 

2020 compared to 1402 in 2019). The decrease was largely seen during Lockdown 1.  

Calls from older people were occurring at a higher rate in 2020 than 2019 after the 

lockdown periods, indicating that the lockdowns inhibited older people from accessing SRV.  

Some of the calls became advice calls, where the older person received an advice service 

from a lawyer and advocate (see p. 30 for analysis of these calls).  

A lower proportion of calls by older people to the helpline became advice calls in 2020 (27%) 

than in 2019 (33.3%). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There were fewer calls from friends or family members concerned about an older person 

experiencing abuse during the lockdown periods, with increases in those months when 
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restrictions were eased. This may reflect that family and friends were not able to visit older 

people and not witnessing the behaviours that may ordinarily prompt them to call. 

 

Calls from professionals were lower in Lockdown 1 but steadier in the Lockdown 2. This may 

reflect the state of flux for the Victorian workforce as people adapted to working from home 

and many community outreach services were put on hold during the first lockdown. By the 

second lockdown, many professionals had established new ways of working and were back 

to seeking assistance when necessary from SRV staff. 

Type of issue 
The calls from older people that warranted the SRV advice service are analysed separately 

(beginning page 30). The types of issues that all other callers (older people that did not need 

the advice service, concerned friends/families/others, professionals/organisations) were 

seeking information on, are analysed here. 

Please note, many callers contact the service with queries that are not directly regarding 

elder abuse but often related, such as future planning advice, power of attorney queries and 

guardianship and administration information. 

Compared to 2019, in 2020 there was an increase in calls about:  

↑32% psychological abuse (from 567 to 748 calls)  

↑40% physical abuse (from 131 to 184)  

↑21% social abuse (from 141 to 170)  

Compared to 2019, in 2020 there was a decrease in calls about: 
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↓32%  financial abuse (from 1030 to 703) 

↓49% Guardianship and administration (from 514 to 263) 

 

For most of 2020 the call patterns relating to emotional abuse were similar to 2019. 

However, there was a decrease in calls in later 2019 and an increase in late 2020, leading to 

an overall 32% increase in calls about psychological abuse in 2020 compared with 2019. 

 

Financial abuse is usually (alongside psychological abuse) the most common form of elder 

abuse that SRV assists with. However, strikingly there was a dramatic drop of 32% in calls to 

the helpline about financial abuse in 2020. While the overall pattern was similar across both 

years, there were peaks when Melbourne was out of lockdown, which indicates people 

were less likely to seek assistance for financial abuse during the restrictive periods. 
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Concerningly, despite the overall drop in calls and more common types of abuse, there was 

a sustained increase in calls related to physical abuse throughout 2020. Overall, there was a 

40% increase in calls, with the peak being between the two lockdown periods. 

 

There were more calls related to social abuse in 2020 than 2019, with peaks in the periods 

Melbourne was not in lockdown. 
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Overall, there were a similar number of calls relating to neglect each year. The overall low 

numbers make it difficult to do further analysis. 

 

There was a notable difference in the number of calls made regarding guardianship and 

administration throughout 2020. These calls may relate to older people with queries about 

their own guardianship or administration, or people with questions about their ageing 

family members. The Guardianship and Administration Act was updated in 2019 (it came 

into effect in March 2020) so this may have influenced the higher frequency of calls on this 

issue in 2019. 
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There is no discernible pattern to the calls regarding housing/tenancy issues in 2019 or 

2020, though there were fewer calls in total in 2020. 

 

Considering the tragic effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on aged care residents, it is 

surprising that there were fewer calls to the SRV helpline about aged care facilities in 2020 

than in 2019. However, this most likely relates to people being less likely to move 

themselves or a family member to aged care during the pandemic (and to call SRV regarding 

difficulties or conflict associated with this move). While there were several calls directly 

related to visiting restrictions and care provision in aged care, other specific helplines 

fielded most of these inquiries. 
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Most calls come from postcodes within the Melbourne metropolitan areas, followed by calls 

from regional areas. SRV also receives some calls from interstate, and some from unknown 

sources. The total number of interstate calls in 2019 was 14, which increased to 98 in 2020. 

 

There were marginally more metropolitan calls in 2020 than 2019, with the peaks being 

between the lockdowns and in October after the second lockdown ended. 

 

There were more regional calls in 2020, with low numbers of calls in April and August. There 

was a 17% increase in calls in 2020. 
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This graph indicates that in 2019 a similar number of calls was made each month from 

regional areas (between 50-70), while metropolitan calls had some (but not severe) 

fluctuation. 

 

The 2020 graph indicates that there were increases in calls from metropolitan areas when 

out of lockdown, indicating that these periods had an overall effect on these callers. 

How callers heard about the service 
Most callers were referred by an external agency. The graphs below are ordered from the 

most common source of a callers’ knowledge about SRV in 2020 to the less common. Calls 

from older people that warranted the SRV advice call service are analysed separately. 

In 2020 there was an increase in the following ways people heard about SRV: 
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↑14% SRV or government printed materials (from 217 to 248) 

↑25% SRV website (from 306 to 382) 

↑24% Previous contact with SRV (from 496 to 617) 

And a decrease in the following ways: 

↓25% Word of mouth (from 373 to 279) 

↓22% External referral (from 1077 to 838) 

↓41% Community education (from 37 to 22) 

↓18% Internet (from 353 to 288) 

 

There were fewer referrals made in 2020, perhaps because of limited services operating 

throughout the year due to lockdowns. 
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There was an increase in the number of callers who had previous contact with the service, 

however, even these contacts were effected by the lockdowns. 

 

There were no distinct patterns in those who came to the helpline from the SRV website, 

but an increase in the total number. 
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Fewer people called the helpline in 2020 after coming across information on the internet 

(not the SRV website) compared to 2019. 

 

The number of people who heard about the service through word of mouth decreased in 

2020. This was expected as people were more isolated. 
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There was an overall increase in callers who contacted the helpline after accessing SRV or 

government printed materials in 2020, mainly attributed to a spike in July from a 

government mailout. 
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SRV ADVICE SERVICE 

SUMMARY 
NUMBER OF CLIENTS 

It appears that the COVID-19 pandemic, and particularly the lockdowns, acted as a 

hindrance to older people accessing the Seniors Rights Victoria advice service. There was a 

19.7% decrease in calls from 2019 levels. Clients reconnected with the service as soon as 

lockdowns were finished. 

CULTURALLY AND LINGUISTICALLY DIVERSE COMMUNITIES 

There was a 30.2% decrease in calls from clients born overseas, and those who required an 

interpreter (38.2% decrease). 

GEOGRAPHICAL LOCATION 

The decrease in advice calls was mainly due to fewer metropolitan callers, likely due to the 

lockdowns. Calls for regional callers was one category that increased in 2020, indicating 

regional callers were more likely to call than in previous years. 

LIVING ARRANGEMENTS 

• Older people living alone were less likely to be a client of the service in the second 

half of 2020 than the same period in 2019. 

• Older people living with a son or daughter were more likely to be a client of the 

service in the second half of 2020 than in the same period in 2019. 

• The lockdowns affected people differently, depending on whether the perpetrator 

lived with them or not.  

• Clients who did not live with the perpetrator were less likely to call the SRV advice 

service during lockdowns, indicating the lockdowns inhibited abuse. 

• Clients who did live with the perpetrator were more likely to call the SRV advice 

service during lockdowns, indicating that for those who cohabited, abuse increased. 

• Overall, 2020 saw a higher proportion of clients experiencing abuse from a 

perpetrator who lived with them than in the previous year. 

• In 2020, an adult child returning home was more likely to be a catalyst for abuse 

than in 2019. 

DISABILITY INDICATOR 

A higher number of clients reported a disability in 2020 than in 2019. The most common 

disability reported in both years was a physical one, with 28% of clients in 2019, and 40% of 

clients in 2020. 
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RELATIONSHIP OF PERPETRATOR 

• In both years, adult children were the most common perpetrators of abuse against 

their ageing parents. 

• In 2019, sons, daughters, and sons- and daughters-in-law, were responsible for 

66.2% of elder abuse discussed in advice calls. In 2020, this increased to 72.5%, 

despite the overall number of incidents being lower. 

• There was a disproportionate decrease in the number of clients seeking help for 

intimate partner violence in 2020 compared to 2019. 

PERPETRATOR  

• The proportion of female perpetrators increased in 2020 to 48.7%. It was 46.1% in 

2019. 

• There was a significant increase in the proportion of perpetrators who were 

experiencing financial difficulties. 

• There was only a very slight increase in the proportion of perpetrators experiencing 

drug, alcohol, and gambling problems.  

• There was a small increase in the proportion of perpetrators experiencing mental 

health concerns, most significantly in the last 3 months of the year. 

CLIENT RISK FACTORS 

• A lack of information about their rights was a risk factor that was experienced by an 

increased number of clients in 2020.  

• The proportion of clients experiencing isolation as a risk factor decreased in 2020. 

TYPES OF ABUSE 

While there were fewer clients reporting abuse in 2020 compared to 2019, there was an 

increase in the proportion of clients reporting financial, psychological, and social abuse, and 

a decrease in physical abuse. 

BACKGROUND 

When an older person who is experiencing, or at risk of, elder abuse calls the Seniors Rights 

Victoria helpline they can be referred to the advice call service for personalised legal advice 

and advocacy support.  

The helpline advocate will collect information about the client and their situation, then 

schedule an advice call with a lawyer and advocate. During this call, details about the older 

person, the perpetrator and the abuse are confirmed, and the necessary assistance and 

advice provided.  

For approximately 75% of clients, this will complete their engagement with SRV but for 

those requiring further assistance, a case will be opened, and the lawyer and advocate will 

provide ongoing advice and support. 
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This report is a descriptive analysis of trends observed in the SRV advice calls during 2020. 

Through this analysis we have sought to understand how the COVID-19 pandemic, and the 

associated lockdown response, affected older people who were experiencing elder abuse, 

and their help-seeking behaviours.  

By comparing data collected from advice calls in 2019 with the same from 2020 we can see 

a pattern of difference that indicates the lockdown periods discouraged people from 

seeking help, resulting in fewer advice calls overall in 2020. We can also see some 

differences in the types of issues clients sought advice on in 2020, and the characteristics of 

perpetrators.  

While we can speculate on the causes for these differences and find strong support for our 

conclusions from our understanding of the contexts in which elder abuse occurs (and the 

increased occurrence of many of these risk factors during the pandemic), we cannot directly 

attribute causality to any one part of the pandemic, or the lockdown response.   

Seniors Rights Victoria moved to remote working in April 2020 for the remainder of the 

year. Advice calls for this period were all conducted over the phone. This is not markedly 

different to previous years, where 75% of advices are undertaken over the phone, rather 

than face-to-face. Seniors Rights Victoria is a small organisation servicing the entire state, 

and it is often not possible for staff or clients to travel to provide an advice session. 

Limitations of the data 
Most of the information analysed in this report was collected at the time the client first 

called the helpline and requested assistance. We have included the client’s information in 

the analysis even if the advice call did not go ahead because the booking of the call still 

indicates need.  

For some variables we only analysed the calls that went ahead because certain data (such as 

type of matter and risk factors) are only collected during the advice call and not at the 

booking stage. Some variables were not able to be analysed as SRV changed its database 

system, and some of the data categories collected, in September 2019. 

ADVICE CALLS SPECIFIC TO COVID-19 

Of the 333 calls that went ahead, 20 of the clients had situations that were flagged by SRV 

staff as directly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. The way people were affected included 

a range of experiences including: 

• A client made to look after grandchildren at the perpetrator’s home, while the 

perpetrator worked. 
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• Clients being unable to work as their workplace was closed during lockdown, with 

this resulting in permanent unemployment for some. 

• A client who resided in aged care and found there were severe restrictions on others 

visiting. 

• Many clients who felt more socially isolated, including those who were restricted in 

movement by their family members enforcing COVID-19 lockdowns (or using the 

lockdowns as an excuse to isolate). 

• A client who could not get an assessment of their decision-making capacity, 

necessary to resolve the abuse situation they were in, because of the lockdown. 

• Clients who felt under pressure as they could only have limited time away from the 

perpetrator during lockdown. 

• A client who felt more reluctant to address the abuse because of the external 

stressors the pandemic had placed on the perpetrator. 

• A client who had moved to a new area and could not participate in the community 

and make friends during the lockdowns. 

• A client who had limited family support because of border closures. 

• A client who had an abusive family member move in with them after being unable to 

travel overseas for work. 

In addition, there were some situations where it was the perpetrator who was affected by 

the pandemic and lockdowns, but the consequences extended to the older person. 

• A perpetrator unable to inspect properties to purchase and move into because of the 

lockdown. 

• The children of a perpetrator being unable to go to school and needing care. 

• Multiple perpetrators who lost their job/income, resulting in an escalation of mental 

health issues and verbal abuse towards the older person. 

• Multiple perpetrators whose poor mental health was exacerbated by the lockdowns. 

• Perpetrators who used the lockdowns as a reason to not leave or move out of the 

older person’s home. 

COMPARISON OF 2019 AND 2020 ADVICE CALLS 

All discussion below is based on a month-by-month comparison of 2020 advice calls with the 

same measures in 2019.  

Lockdown 1 (Mid-March to mid-May): A state of emergency was declared in Victoria on 

March 16, 2020, with the state remaining in lockdown throughout April and until mid-May 

when restrictions were eased.  

Lockdown 2 (July to mid-October): Victoria entered a second lockdown in July with ten 

metropolitan suburbs locked down on 1 July, the rest of Melbourne following on 7 July and 

widespread mask wearing required 2 August onwards. The restrictions were eased towards 

the end of October. 
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Graphs depicting total numbers of calls are in orange and purple. Graphs depicting relative 

proportions are in purple and blue. 

Overview of calls 

 

There were 375 advice calls booked in 2020, compared to 467 in 2019. This is a decrease of 

19.7%. This is a more dramatic increase than that experienced by the SRV helpline (of 4.6%). 

As the graph makes clear, there was a trend of a decrease in calls during the periods of 

lockdown (mid-March to mid-May and July to mid-October), with an increase at the tail end 

of these periods. As per the helpline data, this suggests that people experiencing elder 

abuse were not contacting the helpline as often during the lockdown periods but made a 

move to do so as soon as the lockdowns were lifted. 

In both years there was a drop in calls towards the end of the year. This is familiar as people 

are less likely to pursue these (often) legal matters during Christmas and the New Year 

period. 

The biggest difference was in the month of April where there was a 57.7% decrease in the 

number of advice calls booked. The drop in calls is likely attributed to the community-wide 

changes of the lockdown, as well as potential clients being at home with the perpetrator 

and having fewer opportunities to seek help. 
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There were 333 advice calls that went ahead in 2020, which meant 42 failed bookings 

(11.2%). There are a number of reasons that calls did not go ahead: the older person may 

have decided they no longer want assistance, they may have rescheduled or they may have 

been uncontactable. 

There were 403 advice calls that went ahead in 2019, which meant 64 failed bookings 

(13.7%). 

The pattern of calls that went ahead were similar across the two years, with some 

noticeable impact from Lockdown 1. Further analysis showed that there was a peak in failed 

bookings in August of 2019, the cause of which is unknown. In all, there were no significant 

differences in the call patterns of booked and failed calls across the two years, indicating 

that the pandemic did not increase the number of failed bookings. 
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Most clients of the SRV advice call service were women, with the total proportion of women 

clients remaining at an average of 69% in both years. This indicates that while the total 

number of calls by women was lower in 2020, the proportion was relative and reflects the 

previous seven years of data. 

Fewer women received an advice call in 2020 (n=258) than in 2019 (n=320), with a decrease 

during Lockdown 1 made more significant by an unexplained peak during the same period in 

2019. Outside of the first lockdown period, the calls from women followed a similar pattern 

to 2019. 

 

Men comprised approximately one-third of callers (31%). Consistently, fewer men sought an 

advice call in 2020 (n=117) than 2019 (n=147), except for after Lockdown 2 when there was 

an increase above 2019 levels. This indicates that overall, men who may usually have sought 
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help were not doing so during the pandemic, but were more likely to after the lockdowns 

had lifted. 

Culturally and linguistically diverse clients 
In 2019, 205 clients (43.9%) were born overseas, and of these 82% were from countries 

where English is not an official language. In 2019, 15% of clients required an interpreter. 

In 2020, 143 clients (38.1%) were born overseas, and of these 81% were from countries 

where English is not an official language. In 2020, 11% of clients required an interpreter. 

 

This indicates that the pandemic and lockdowns may have disproportionately affected the 

help-seeking behaviours of overseas-born clients. This cohort were less likely to book an 

advice call in 2020 (decrease of 30.2%), particularly those who required an interpreter 

(decrease of 38.2%), and those from non-English speaking backgrounds.  

Most SRV clients who rely on interpreters have someone to facilitate the call for them – 

they rely on someone identifying the appropriate service for them and the number to call 

(as they cannot read English). In the absence of that assistance because of lockdowns 

limiting visitors and in-person support services to the home, they would not know how or 

who to call. They may also have been inhibited by the proximity of the perpetrator. 

Across the year there was a decrease in 2020 levels compared to 2019 levels. This difference 

was most noticeable during Lockdown 1 and less so in the second half of the year. 
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The above graph shows there were fewer calls from Australian-born clients throughout 

2020, with the differences attributed to Lockdown 1 and Lockdown 2. 

 

Comparison of these two graphs shows that the biggest difference in overseas-born client 

behaviour was in the first half of 2020 (Lockdown 1), with the second half showing a return 

to 2019 call numbers and patterns. 

Indigenous Australian clients 
In 2019, 3 of 467 clients identified as Indigenous Australians, and in 2020 this increased to 6 

clients (of 375) identifying as Indigenous Australian. The numbers were too small for any 

statistical analysis. 
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In 2020, a higher proportion of callers (71%) reported a disability than in 2019 (61%). The 

most common disability reported in both years was a physical one, with 28% of clients in 

2019, and 40% of clients in 2020. 

Geographical location of clients 
Please note that for this analysis we have divided metropolitan and regional callers 

according to whether they were included in the government’s lockdown restrictions for 

metropolitan areas (Lockdown 2). This means that some postcodes, for example, on the 

Mornington Peninsula, that may usually be considered regional, have been counted as 

metropolitan for this exercise. 

In 2019, clients based in metropolitan Melbourne comprised 77.9% of clients. In 2020, this 

proportion decreased to 69.1%, indicating that the overall drop in calls during the pandemic 

was largely attributed to fewer metropolitan clients, who were likely affected by the more 

severe lockdowns in Melbourne.  

It may also indicate that regional callers were more comfortable accessing a Melbourne-

based service when they knew it would be offered remotely. There were more regional 

callers in 2020 than there had been in 2019. Regional clients have always been able to 

access the advice call service via the telephone but may have become more comfortable 

doing so with the increase in telehealth-style appointments offered by social services across 

the community. 

 

The lockdown effect can be seen in the above graph, with a decrease in metropolitan callers 

in March to May, followed by an upturn. This was repeated (to a lesser extent) in July 

through September, with an upturn in October as Melbourne came out of Lockdown 2.  
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The graph describes the same behaviours, with regional clients remaining relatively steady 

throughout 2020 (though a decline during Lockdown 1), and metropolitan client behaviour 

being more directly impacted by both lockdowns.  

Client living arrangements 

 

In 2020, a lower proportion of clients were living alone (30.7%) than in 2019 (35.9%). The 

above graph shows that this trend was most significant in the second half of the year, when 

fewer older people living alone were seeking advice about elder abuse than in 2019. 
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The second half of 2020 saw a significant increase in the proportion of clients living with a 

son or daughter and seeking help for elder abuse. Please note, this does not always indicate 

that the son or daughter the client was living with was the perpetrator of the abuse.  

 

In both years, clients living with a spouse/partner or ex-partner comprised approximately 

24-25% of all calls. However, the month-by-month analysis showed that in the first half of 

2020 there was a lower proportion of these callers (particularly in Lockdown 1), but in the 

second half of 2020 a significant increase after the end of the second lockdown. (This 

partner was not necessarily the perpetrator of abuse).  
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In both years, clients living in a residential care facility comprised approximately 12% of all 

calls. However, this graph shows that there was an increase in the proportion of calls from 

this cohort during Lockdown 1, but a significant drop from these callers during Lockdown 2. 

This differed to some of the other patterns seen where both Lockdowns had similar effects. 

This may reflect the strict isolation of people within residential aged care facilities later in 

the year after disastrous outbreaks of coronavirus. 

 

In 2020 there was an increase in the proportion of clients (32.3%) living with the person who 

was perpetrating abuse, compared to 2019 (27.8%). 

When the perpetrator was not living with the client, there was a decrease in abuse during 

April of Lockdown 1 and September of Lockdown 2. When the perpetrator was living with 

the client, there was a small increase during September of Lockdown 2. 
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This would suggest that during both lockdowns there was an increase in the proportion of 

clients who reported that the person responsible for the abuse was living with them. This 

increase was relative to the non-lockdown periods of 2020, and 2019. 

Relationship of perpetrator to client 
In both years (as in previous periods), adult children were the most common perpetrators of 

abuse against their ageing parents. 

 

In 2019, sons, daughters, and sons- and daughters-in-law, were responsible for 66.2% of 

elder abuse discussed in advice calls. In 2020, this increased to 72.5%, despite the overall 

number of incidents being lower. The graph below shows that for most of 2020, adult 

children were perpetrating an increased proportion of abuse. 
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This second graph, showing real numbers (rather than proportions) demonstrated the effect 

of Lockdown 1 and 2 on the total number of clients seeking advice regarding their children 

(including son- and daughter-in-laws) as perpetrators. 
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Sons were responsible for 32% of abuse in 2020. This was a decrease of 1.8 percentage 

points from 2019 levels. In the first graph depicting total numbers, the effect of Lockdown 1 

was apparent in a reduction in the number of incidents with sons as perpetrators. However, 

the second graph showed that the proportion of abuse attributed to sons was similar across 

both years. 
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The number of times a daughter was named as perpetrator was the same in both years 

(n=127). This means that daughters were responsible for a higher proportion of abuse 

(33.9%) in 2020 compared to 2019 (27.2%). This was an increase of 6.7 percentage points 

for daughters on 2019 levels. The only time in 2020 that daughters were not responsible for 

a higher proportion of abuse was during Lockdown 2. 

 

While most of the elder abuse SRV clients experience is intergenerational, some is intimate 

partner violence. The spouse/partner/ex-partner of the client was responsible for abuse in 

9% of cases (n=42) in 2019 but only 4.8% (n=18) in 2020. This is a decrease of 57.1%, which 

is much higher than the overall decrease in calls between the two years of 19.7%. This 

indicates that clients were disproportionately less likely to report intimate partner violence 

in 2020 than in the previous year. 
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Gender of perpetrator 

 

In 2019, the proportion of named male perpetrators was 53.9%, while female was 46.1%. In 

2020, the proportion of named male perpetrators was 51.3%, while female was 48.7%. 

In both years, the gender of the perpetrator was not recorded for a small number of advice 

calls. 

Type of abuse 

 

There were fewer clients reporting financial, psychological, and physical abuse incidents in 

2020 than in 2019, but more social abuse incidents. 
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However, when analysed by proportion, in 2020 there was an increase in financial, 

psychological, and social abuse, and a decrease in physical abuse. 

PROPORTION AND NUMBER OF CLIENTS WHO EXPERIENCED TYPES OF ABUSE 
 

2019 2019 2020 2020 

Financial abuse 51.4% 207 57.7% 192 

Psychological abuse 54.8% 221 63.4% 211 

Physical abuse 12.9% 52 9.9% 33 

Social abuse 13.9% 56 30.6% 102 

Neglect 1.5% 6 3.0% 10 

Sexual abuse 0.7% 3 0.3% 1 

 

This may indicate that while the lockdowns discouraged calls, those clients who did call 

were more likely to have experienced psychological, financial, and social abuse than in the 

previous year. 
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In the graphs describing financial and psychological abuse, the effect of Lockdown 1 was 

clearly seen. Lockdown 2 appeared to result in an increase in the total number, and the 

proportion, of clients who experienced psychological abuse. 
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Fewer clients reported physical abuse in 2020 (n=33) than in 2019 (n=52). This is surprising 

considering the increase in family violence noted by other services, some of which likely 

involved physical abuse. 

The Crime Statistics Agency portal showed: 

• From 1 April to 30 June 2020, there was a 20% increase in family violence incidents 

attended by Victoria Police where the victim-survivor was over 55 years (from 2507 

in 2019 to 3015 in 2020). 

• There was also a 100% increase in incidents flagged as family violence related by 

Ambulance Victoria where the patient was over 55 years (from 37 incidents to 74 

incidents).  

• The number of older people under protection of a family violence order increased by 

10% in 2020 compared to the same period in 2019.22 
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More clients reported social abuse in 2020 (n=102) than in 2019 (n=56). This was a general 

trend across the entire year. 

Risk factor: Adult child returning home 

 

For each call it was recorded whether the return of an adult child to the family home was a 

catalyst for abuse. In 2020, this was a more commonly occurring factor (32% of clients) than 

in 2019 (17% of clients), despite the decrease in calls.  

This is unsurprising considering that there was an increase in adult children returning to the 

family home during the COVID-19 pandemic.23 

Risk factor: Perpetrator experiencing financial difficulties 
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Despite there being fewer clients in 2020, there was an increase in the total number (122) 

who reported that the perpetrator was experiencing financial difficulties, compared to 2019 

(85). The graph above shows this trend was true for the entire year, except April (Lockdown 

1). This is unsurprising, considering the financial impacts, across the community, of the 

pandemic. 

 

As graphed above, throughout 2020 the proportion of clients who reported the perpetrator 

was experiencing financial difficulties (36.6%), was higher than 2019 (21.1%). The average 

over the previous seven years was 27.9%. 

Risk factor: Perpetrator drug, alcohol, or gambling 
concerns 
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Clients sometimes reported that the perpetrator of the abuse towards them is experiencing 

drug, alcohol, or gambling behaviours of concern. In 2019, 18.1% of clients reported this, 

with a slight increase to 19.2% of clients in 2020. Curiously, in both years the proportion of 

clients with drug, alcohol or gambling problems is much lower than in the previous seven 

years, where an average of 34.9% of clients reported it.  

The graph above, representing real numbers of reports, shows that outside of the 

lockdowns, there were a similar number of clients reporting this risk factor. There was a 

decrease during the lockdowns, and a sharp increase in October 2019. This may indicate 

that where the perpetrator had a substance abuse or gambling problem, during lockdown 

the older person was less likely to address the abuse, perhaps recognising the external 

pressures on the perpetrator. Alternatively, it may indicate that lockdown inhibited 

substance abuse and gambling, making it less of a contributing factor.  

 

When graphed proportionally, the effect of the lockdowns is seen again. For most of 2020, a 

higher proportion of clients was reporting drug, alcohol, or gambling concerns for the 

perpetrator, than in the previous year, except for during the lockdowns. 

Risk factor: Perpetrator mental health concerns 
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This graph shows that there were fewer clients reporting concerns about the perpetrator’s 

mental health during the first nine months of 2020. This is unsurprising, considering there 

were fewer calls in this period. After Lockdown 2 there was a significant increase in reports, 

which was maintained above 2019 levels. 

 

The proportion of perpetrators reported to have mental health concerns was 22.8% in 2019 

and increased to 26.4% in 2020. The graph above shows that for much of 2020, this 

proportion mapped to a similar pattern (on average, though with more extreme peaks and 

troughs, with a jump in May after Lockdown 1). This was lower in both years than the 

previous seven, where an average of 30.8% of clients reported perpetrators with mental 

health concerns. 
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In October, after Lockdown 2, the proportion increased to 54.8%. In the last three months of 

2020, 50.2% of clients were reporting perpetrators with mental health concerns, compared 

to 19.9% for the first nine months of the year. 

Risk factor: Perpetrator stress from being a carer  

 

There was a considerable drop in the number of calls where it was reported that the carer 

was stressed from their caring role duties. In 2019, there were 34 clients (8.4%) with this risk 

factor. In 2020, there were only 6 (1.8%). In the 7 years from 2012 to 2019 there was an 

average of 3.4% reporting this, with 6.7% in the 2017-2019 financial years’ period. 

Risk factor: Family conflict 
In 2020, fewer clients (183) reported a history of family conflict, which is a risk factor for 

elder abuse, compared to 2019 (222). However, this was a proportional decrease: 55% of 

clients in each year reported family conflict. 

Risk factor: Client lacking information about rights 
In 2020, there were more clients (143), and a higher proportion (42.9%), that lacked 

information about their rights, compared to 2019 (131 clients, or 32.5%). 
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The number of clients who lacked information about their rights peaked in Lockdown 2. 

Risk factor: Client isolation 

 

It was anticipated that the social isolation of the older person would have dramatically 

increased as a risk factor during 2020, however, the opposite was true. Isolation was noted 

by staff as a risk factor only 54 times in 2020, compared to 88 in 2019. Considering the 

decrease, this may indicate that people who were very isolated, were not reaching out to 

services such as SRV. Their isolation may have been compounded by the pandemic, and they 

may have been unaware of supports available to them, or not in a position to call. This risk 

factor is a measure of the staff’s perception of the client’s isolation (regarding supports and 

services). It may not reflect the client’s personal feelings of isolation.  
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This graph shows that when considered as a proportion of the total number of clients each 

month, a lower proportion experienced isolation as a risk factor across 2020 (average 

16.2%) compared to 21.8% in 2019. 

Other individual risk factors  
There were few significant differences in most other risk factors in 2020 compared to 2019, 

most of them showing small decreases. 

A similar proportion of clients had poor physical health (32% in 2019 and 30.9% in 2020). 

There was a small drop in clients with mental health concerns (15.9% in 2019 and 13.2% in 

2020). A language barrier was perceived to be a risk factor for 12.9% of clients in 2019 and 

10.2% in 2020. 

How the clients heard about us 
Most clients reported hearing about the SRV service through an external agency referral, 

word of mouth or having had a previous contact with SRV. There were no significant 

differences in the proportion of each of these categories between 2019 and 2020. All other 

categories comprise less than 3% of clients each (14 clients or less), so further analysis is not 

meaningful. 

 
2019 2020 

External agency referral 39.2% 37.9% 
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Previous contact 21.6% 20.0% 
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